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Building Sociol Community in the Classroom
Your flrst task in working with a new group of students is to set the

ďfective tone of the classroom. How you respond to students arrd how
you expect students to respond to you and each other affect the class-
roorn communlty. You need to model the behaviors you expect from
students. For example:

. Model good listening behavior by focusing on the speaker and
responding to the speaker.

' Accept what your students say and help them understand therr
feelings.

. When students have problems, help them clari$r and resolve
them.

When problems are not of a personď nature, cďl attentlon to them and
encourage good hstentng behavÍor. .Uerry, has a problem; let's hear
about tt and see lf we can help." when another student suggests alter-
natives, give positive íeedback to the speaker, thereby encouraging
others to listen and make suggestions

Role-plag is another way to dramaíze respectful, attentive listen-
ing behavior. Cďl attentlon to an obvlous classroom problem. Suppose
the students ďl need to use dictionarles, but there are not enough to go
around. ..What can we do about this problem? Let's ďl stop working for
a moment and think thls out. Arnoldo, what will you do when you need.
to use the dictionary but can't find one?" Encourage several students to
role-play appropriate sociď behavior. Then tellthe students to go back
to work.

When you see students performingJust as they were asked to do,
provide positiveJeedback so that all the students hear it and are
encou.raged to conflnue positive sociď behavior. At the end of the work
period compliment the students for worklng out the problem.

Positive feedback relnforces appropriate behavlor, but lt is not
enough to do t}ris sporadicďly. Students need to practtce respondtng
respectfully to each other. "Remember how we had to share the dlcilo-
naries yesterda5{7 Today we have a similar problem to deď with' Let me
tell you about tt''' Repeated practice of approprlate soclal behavÍor
serves as reir{orcement, but you need to cďl attenflon to the problem
and the expected responses.

The same ldeas can be used for situattons that involve problems
between students (a Ílght)' disagreements on the playgound, or learn.
lng a skill. For example: Rlma and Jean shared a hď locker. Rtma gave
the combinatton to another student and Jean became very angry. Ťhey
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were screEuning at each other and beginning physlcď contact when they

were stopped by thelr homeroom teacher. The teacher suggested that

they each sit down, think about the sltuation, and come up with ideas

for dealing with the problem. After about seven minutes the teacher

brougtrt the two students together and asked them about their ďterna-

uves' The students had calmed down, thouglrt about theÍr options, and

came up wlth several solutions. Now the teacher asked them if she

mlght ask other students to consider the problem. They agreed, and the

teacher coďronted the class.
Using RÍma and Jean's problem, the teacher had severď students

.,act lt out.'' The class as a whole evďuated the role-play arrd suggested
addttional ďternatives. The problem was reenacted and flnďly fuma
and Jean were asked to tell the class what they considered to be the
..best'' solutÍort. Durin$each step of the way the students and the teacher
were providing feedback, practice, and retnforcln$ appropriate
behavior.

Peer relattoinshÍps are a crittcď element in tlre sociďization pro-

cess, but schools often operate as if students only interact with adults.

This ts an "adult-centrlc" view of life. In some classrooms teachers

spend an inordlnate amount of energl attempting to prevent stu-

dent-to.student interaction' Yet peer relatÍonships contribute to both

socialization and social and cognitlve development. Johnson and

Johnson (1983) report that students' interaction facilitates the learnÍng
of atntudes, vďues' slrílls, and Íďormatton not typrcally obtainable from

adults. Through lnteraction students imitate each other's behavior.

using peers as models, students receive reinforcement and direct learn-

ing. Peer models shape social behavior, attitudes, and perspectlves.

Iníeraction with peers may provide opportunitles for learning prosociď

behavlor. Johnson and Johnson ( 1996) sugest that peer relationships

should be structured by teachers to promote construcflve goďs:

1' Plan situations in which students wÍil work together to achieve

a common goal.
2' Focus on group product rather than individuď products'

3. Teach lnterpersonal skills (group skills).

4. Structure the sltuatlon so that students have responsibilities
for the success ofthe group and each other'

5. Eíi'ourage support, acceptance, concern, and commitment by
all members of the group.

6. Hold members of the group accountable for group actÍons;

members are responsible to and for each other'

7. Ensure that students are successful ln their group work'
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(See chapter 2 for suggestions on beginning and managlng group
work.)

Vygotsky, a Russian psychologist (1897-1984), theorized that
there is a relationshlp between language development and sociď devel-
opment. Implications of his theories suggest that teachers need, to
encourage soclal interaction in the classroom, particularly between
older and younger sfudents and between more capable and less capable
students.

Citizenship skills can be developed and malntďned by fostering
cooperatÍve behaviors and by modellng appropriate behavtor through
teacher-student interactions. A number of kev teacher behaviors will be
discussed.

-What teacher behaiors fostera positue cbssroom community?-

coNsrsTDNcY AND EgUTTY
Mr. Hannibď rarely gives Paul ttme to respond durln$ a classroom

discussion. The consequence of this behavior is that paul does not try
to respond when he is called on, and hls classmates become more eager
to compete for Paul's response time.

TEecHBR: Paul, can you tell us why the Netsilik Eskimos
migate?

PauL:  Um-mmm-mmm.. .
Kerrry: Mr. Hannibď, Mr. Hannibď.I know.
JBaw: (Wauing her hand in the aírl It's because thev're ' . .

TERcHBR: Well' ďl right, Kathy, you tell us.

Another version of the same discussion could have had more prbduc-
tive results:

TEecHpR: Paul, can you tell us why the Netsilik Eslijmos
migrate? (Long pause)

TEAcHpR: Paul, do you recďl some reasons whv anlmďs
migrate?

PeuI.: oh, yes! Arrtmďs migrate when they need food or lf the
weather tsn't ríght for them. Oh, I remember, the Net.
s i l i ksmigra te . . .

In the second sequence the teacher wďted for Paul to respond. After
severď seconds the teacher gave Paul a content clue that helped hlm to
recall what he knew about mlgratton and to compare anlmal and
human migratlon patterns.
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Anďysis of the two instructionď patterns provides severď srgnlfi.

cant bits of tnformation to think about. Mr' Hannibď waited severď

seconds before $ving Paul a content clue; research by Rowe ( 1974) lÍtdl-

cated that most teachers wait only one second before cďling on another

student or else answerlng the question themselves. Yet students' partic-

lpation, lnteractlon, involvement, and creativeness lncrease when

teachers, using the technique of teacher silence, wďt severď seconds

(three to five) before providtng addttional clues or cďling on another

student. Wallen (1966) discovered that cognÍtive achievement also

increases when teachers accept stud.ents' statements by usin$ extend-

lng, summar iz|ng, oÍ clarifying| them'
still to be discussed is what happens ln a classroom when a

teacher selectively provides some students with content clues (or is

silent for a period of dme to ďlow them tlme to reflect) but cuts offother

students conslstently. Indtrectly, the teacher's behavior toward the sec-

ond group can affect (a) the students' motivaflon to respond; (b) their

seff-óncápt, based on the teacher's nonverbď lack of acceptance: and

(c) the students'level of asptration. ln the flrst sequence, Mr. Hannibal's

behavtor encouraged impattence arrd lack of reflectiveness iÍl the other

ch,ildren.
Thls discusslon focuses on the instructionď implications of tncon.

sistency. It is important to recogntze that whenever teachers are

lnconsistent in their responses to students, ulttmately lt affects class-

room behavior. Suppose that Mr. Harrrribď expects students to work

quietly without tďktng to neiglrbors while doing practÍce assigpments'

but that there ls a favored soup of students who are able to communi-

cate wlth each other without beÍng penďized. The obvious i:rconsistency

wilt ďfect the behavtor of other students. Inconsistency occurs when

teachers tnterpret classroom rr:les differenflďly or provide inequitable

cues or responses to students. Tables 1.1 and 1.2 provtde checklists to

monttor your classroom behavior.

CLARITY

Princlpals frequently tell of visiting classrooms and asking stu-

dents, "what are you supposed to be doing!" and the students too often

responding ..We dont Fnow'' The principals are not tellirrg tales ánd the

students are not dumb' What, then, ls the problem? Í\nry and impre-

clse language ls the vlllain. students want and need to knowwhat, how

and why. In order to perform irrdivlduďly or ln a Eroup assignment' sh]-

dents must understand what they are supposed to do. Most classroom

acfll'tties requlre some degee of structuring iÍl terms of the goď, time
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Itmitation, who ls to do what, quality requlrements, and
materiďs'

the use of
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^
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Table'1.1. Checklist for Elementary Awareness-Consistency

1. Without looking at your roll book, can you name all the children in
your classroom?

2. |Í youwere unab|e to name alloíthe children, whom did you forget?
Do these forgotten children have any characterístic in common?

Can you name the children who always contribute to a discussion?

Can you name the children who rarely contribute to a discussion?

5. What efforts can you make to encourage children to contribute to a
discussion ?"

6. Your students have turned in work papers or projects. |dentiíy some
ways that you can demonstrate awareness to your students.*

7. When an individua| student,s performance varies írom his or her
typical work, what do you do?*

B. Do you spend more time with some children than with others? Do
you have an instructional purpose for doing so?

9. Do you remember to praise good performance based on individual
differences? (Do only certain children get praised?)

Do you repeat directions, when requested, íor all chi|dren?

Do you tend to "close out" certain children with discouraging
responses(

+Some possible suggestions:
5 .  Makeahab i to fca l l ingonmanych i ld ren ,notacer ta in few.C iveeachch i ld thesame

amount of t ime to respond (5 seconds).
6 .

7 .

Talk to each student personally when you return the work; write a personal statement
to each child; return the work promptly; discuss the importance and relevance of the
work to ongoing activities.

:15::r,5*H.individually; 
inquire if the child is .,satisfied.' with personat prosress;
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Table 1.2. Checklist for Secondary Awareness-Consistency

1 . Use your roll book and select one group (class) of students. Can you
remember something about each of the students? lf you cannot
remember somethingspecific abouteach student, the nexttime class
meets, see if the students you íorgot have a common characteristic.

2. Using the same class of students, can you name the students who
always contribute to a discussion?

3. Which students rarely contribute to a discussion?
4. What efíorts can you make to encourage students to contribute to a

discussion ?*

5. Your students turn in work papers/ homework, and projects. |dentiíy
some ways that you can demonstrate awareness to your students.*

6. When an individua| student,s performance varies írom his or her
typical work, what do you do?*

7. Do you spend more time with some students than with others? Do
you have an instructional purpose for doing so?

B. Do you remember to praise good performance based on individual
differences? (Do only certain students get praised?)

9. Do you repeat directions, when requested, for all students?
10. Do you tend to "close out" certain students with discouraging

responses?
+ Some possible suggestions:
4. Ca|| onstudentseveniítheydonotvo|unteer'Encouragestudentstota|ktoeachother

rather than to you. Be noncommittal in your response and refer the question to others
for íurther discussion. Cive each student the same amount of time to respond.

5. Talk to each student personally when you return the work; write a personal statement
to each student; return the work promptly and discuss the importance and relevance
of the work to ongoing activities in the classroom.

6. Express concern about the student's períormance to him or her persona||y; ask the
student to explain the inconsistent performance.

If teachers use lmprecise language ("Boys and gfrls, make a ttme
llre begirurtngwhen your parents were chlldren.") or $ve an assignment
wlthout vertrytng that the chlldren understand lt, mlsbehavtor and con-
fuslon are the lnvarlable consequences. Kounln (i970) verlfled that
student behavÍor Ís affected by the clarlty of the language teachers use
to glve dtrectlons to students before they be$n work. The checklist in
table 1.3 wtll help you to $ve clear dlrectlons to your students.

13
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Table 1.3. Checklist for Giving Directions and Assignments

1. Establish eye contact. (Ask students to look at Vou.)
2. scan class toverify thatstudents are not performing another task.

(Remind students to put everything out oí their hancls, such as
pencils, books, blocks, etc.).

3' Lower your voice to make students íocus on what you are saying.
4. Speak clearly.
5. Cive concise direct ions.
6. Verify student understanding through one or more of the following:

a. Ask one or rnore students to repeat directions.
b. Ask i f  anyone has a quest ion.
c. Monitor students' initial efforts if they are to perform a task.

7. Rephrase directions ií students do not understand.

Giving directions that are precise and clearly stated takes pracuce.
A good way to check on the clarity of your dlrectÍons ls to ask severď
students to repeat the instrucuons for an assigpment. Then be prepared
to sit back in shock as you discover the different perceptions ttre stu-
dents lrave about what you thought you stated so cÍeartyí

A related problem ls the use of textbooks in sociď studtes and sci-
ence for reading assignments. subJect-matter textbooks are more
diÍTicult than basď reading textbooks for students' If the assignment is
to be productive, then materials must be introduced to orgántze the
readtng so that students understand the author'" p.''po."Ito deÍIne
unfamiliar concepts, and perhaps to suggest an outlini for gathettng
data and answering questions. Ausubel tisost suggested thelneed for
advance organizers to structure what is to be leňned. (l.rre advance
organlzer teachlng model will be demonstrated in chapter 6.)

Problems also occur during crassroom discussion because class
members aÍe unsure of tlre purpose of the dlscussion or because the
teacher, as the dtscussron leader, does not ask quesflons effectlvely. For
students to take part in a classroom discussron, the purpose of the dis-
cussion must be understood; questions must elicit rěsponses from
many students; quesilons must be interesttng and monvattng; ques-
tlons must be clearly stated so the llsteners know what ts betng-asked.
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ACCEPTANCE AI\ID RBSPDCT

For students to feel accepted, you must communlcate lnteractive

cues verbally or nonverbďly' For instance, when a student looks up w1th

an agonlzed expresslon while taklng aÍr exarrination, you can commis-

erate wlth the student througlr faciď expressions, bywďktng over to the

youngster and sitting next to him or her, and by whispering encouraging

words, thereby communicatbrg understandtng. You may not necessarily
agree with the student that the examlnation is difftcult, but this has

nothing to do with accepttn$ the student's feelings. You might encourage

contlnuation of the task through eye contact and a nod to the student.
In these two examples the teacher is saying "l understand howyou feel."
You need to resist the temptation to give a friendly pat on the shoulder;
ďthoug;lr this may be acceptable and encouIaging for most chlldren, in

some cultures éury form of touching is considered an affront.
For some tlme teachers have recognlzed tlrat when students feel

good about themselves, they are able to perform better ln the class-

room. A student's feelings of self-worth and self-esteem depend on the

degree to which the child is aware of others'acceptance. A student's rec-

ognltion ofacceptance in the classroom by peers and teacher is related

to practtces that ďfect the self-concept' When teachers ďlow students to

make dectsions that aflect them personďly' they are letting the students

know that there is trust in thetrJoint relationship. When teachers com-

municate to students the acceptable boundaries for classroom behavior

and proceed to carry through with the implementatlon of behaviorď
guidelirres, then students have raťonď means by which to interpret per-

sonal actions. When a teacher plans for successful student per-

formance, the students feel responsible to follow through, and they
interpret the teacher's expectation as an ďÍirmation of respect'

Sometlmes a personal comment to a student wlll communicate
your lnterest in the student as arr individuď. Similarly' dtrrin{ class or
g.oup dlscussions, teachers can consclously coordinate and extend stu-

dents'tdeas lnto statements or questlons and ask others to reflect and
share thetr ideas. ln thts instance you are demonstrating, "l listened."
You are also modeling listening behavior that students will learn to
imitate.

Acceptlng students' feelings and attitudes cannot be faked' Verbď
or nonverbď body tanguage betrays personď reactions to students. If
you pay no attentlon to lrrapproprlate behavlor or a student's fďlingper.
formance, tt ts tantamount to lndtfference. Instead of tgnortng the
student's fďlure or mtsbehavior, you can quietly conÍIde to the student,
"I expect you to do better," or "How can I help you?" With this type of

15
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interaction, the student learns that the teacher sees, llstens, and cares;
the teacher is afflrming the importance of the student.

PRÁIsE
Teachers frequently use prďse to motlvate and reinforce appropri-

ate behavior, but lt is important that praise be used for authenilc
academic accompllshments, not for Ínsigpiflcant or irrelevant tasks.
When Juan, who typically fďls to spend tlme on his math problems,
develops a creative process for solvtng a math problem, he needs to be
prďsed for hts effort. It is important that Juan correlates trls hard work
(effort) to his accomplishment.

Elementary students perceive effort and abllity as stmllar con-
structs; therefore, teachers' prďse serves to enhance the elementary
student's self-efficacy. Secondary students, however, recognize that
effort and abiltty rnay be different constructs. The secondary student
will question the sincerlty of the teacher who pralses effort and not
accomplishment and may believe that the teacher has a low expectaflon
of the student's abllitV.

TEACHING HINT
Keg Potnts: Pralse
Prďse authentic accomplishments'
Prďse effort related to speciÍlc accompllshment(s).
Help students relate success to effort and abtllty.
Identl$l spectflcďly what ls prďsed and why lt ls prďsed'

MOTTVATION

Students, moflvaflon for learnlng ts affected by prďse, the dynam.
ics of the classroom, and instructlonal strategÍes. Currently, re-
searchers are tnvesflgatÍng students' perceptlons about performlrrg and
completlng learning tasks. Ames (1992) has dlfferenilated between stu-
dents who have a mastery goď orlentation and students who have a
performnnce goal orlentation.

A masterygoď percepflon helps students value learnlngbecause lt
ls fun and chďlengtng' A performance goal percepflon leads to compar.
ing personď performance wlth what others have accompllshed. Thls
results ln students becomlng arud.ous about the task to be performed
and concerned about extrlnstc rewards.
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Ames sugests that teachers choose tasks that chďlenge, appeď to
students' curlosity, and permit students to engage in decision making
about the task. When a teacher pro\,'ldes areas of student choice and
decislon making, students become Jesponsible for their own learning.

Bronkhurst (1995) studied the motivation of African-American
and LatÍno high school students enrolled in high-achievement academic
courses. He learned that successful students associate effort with aca-
demlc success and develop a mastery-oriented learning style. He
suggested that elementary, middle and high school teachers help stu-
dents recognize the role of effort ln academic achievement.

By.recognlzirrg both effort and accomplishment it ís possible to
help students see that malring mistakes is both naturď and helpful in
learnlng. Mistakes are vďuable in the learning process when they are
used to convey direction, detect misunderstandings, and help students
recogntze how effort affects what is accomplished.

FIRMNESS

Kounin (1970) described the Íirmness dimension of more effective
teachers as an ..I mean iť' factor. In his study of kindergarten children
he found that firmness motivated conformity in children wibressing a
teacher's Íirm behavior, whereas a teacher who treated chlldren roug}tly
or angrily produced disruptive behavior and emotionally upset chil-
dren. Students' reacilons to flrmness appear to be consistent in both
elementary and secondary education, It appears that a teacher cannot
be flrm wlthout ďso being ďert to students'needs, being aware of devel.
opmental progress, and beÍng precise in language habits. Each of these
dtmensions adds to and facilitates the teacher's success with students,
and each is dependent on the others in order to achteve good classroom
management.

There are two important principles related to Íirmness that should
be considered: Flrm teacher behavior is related to the establishment of
ratlonal, enforceable rules; rules must be interpreted and enforced
eqÚtably for ďl children' Firrnness is often communlcated to students
ln the form of the teacher's expectations for student behavior and stu-
dent accomplishments. Rule settlngwill be discussed in chapter 2.

FLEXIBILITY ÁIťD ADJUSTING To STUDENTS' NEEDS
Teacher responsiveness to unexpected happentngs is another way

in which behavior is modeled for students. For example, a sixth-grade
teacher discovered that his students did not understand the di
fractions. Stnce he had tauglrt it earlier in the semester, he
students Just needed to be reminded about the process of
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divisor. When he had several students demonstrate problems on the
chalkboard' he suddenly reďized that they really had a basic learrring
problem. Instead of attempttng to go on wlth the tntroduction of a new
concept, he asked ďl of the students to work out a divislon problem on
their papers. He checked thelr work tndivlduďly and qdckly divided
the class into two groups. He introduced the new concept to the stu-
dents who understood the divislon of fractions and then went to the
cupboard and found some plastic models for the other sfudents to work
with so he could reteach the problem.

Thls teacher adJusted to a learnlng problem that suddenly
emerged. He was prepared for lt in the sense that he had classroom
eqrÍpment that allowed him to use a multlsensory approach to teaching
mathemattcs. He was aware of the need to use a diÍferent strategl to
reteach the subJect. He diagnosed the problem arrd prescrlbed a new
teachLing obJective. The teacher dtd not continue hls orig|nď plan once
he became cogrťzant of the new need; he adJusted work acUvtties to stu.
dent needs.

The development Óf flexibtlity iÍ' the use of teaching strate$es can
be the teacher's greatest asset. When confronted wlth a learnlng prob-
lem, teachers are forced to make some instant decisions concern-lng
their teachÍng approach, the students' learrrin$ style, a new obJectÍve.
work activity, use of materials, and flme allotrnent. When teachers are
trnwillÍng to adJust thetr plarrs, they court disaster: If students are con-
fused they wlll not stay on task, and thls ts when teachers have
classroom management problems. ,

Unexpected events during the school day are normal ln tlrg course
of teaching. Fbr tnstance, Just as you are about to clinch a learnlrg expp-
rience, the ÍIre bells beg|n to rlng' or equipment breaks down and spolls
the lesson. Visitors, assemblies, the loudspeaker in the classroom, spe-
ciď personnel' ďl may represent unplanned happenings that require
fl exibility and adJ ustment.

Good classroom Ínanagers are consistent and equitable in the
treafunent of student behavior; they provtde clear irrstrucťons; t}rey are
respectful of students (thereby generating respect from studentsh they
provide encouragement arrd meanirrgflrl prďse; they are rationď and
consistent tn mďntďnlng standards; and they adJust to both students'
needs and unplanned school events. These behaviors promote positlve
teacher-student relaflonshlps and help students appreclate the teacher
as model.
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